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Signs are one of the most prominent 
visual elements of a street. If well design- 
ed, they add interest and variety to 
building facades and attract customers. 
On the other hand, signs more than any 
other single feature can detract from even 
the most attractive storefront if erected 
without care. 

On January 29, 1980 the City of Lowell 
-adopted its first comprehensive ordinance 
regulating the design and use of signs 
throughout the city. The sign code is part 
of the zoning ordinance and is ad- 
ministered according to its provisions. In 
adopting this ordinance the City Council 
reaffirmed the importance of adequate 
protective measures for Lowell’s national- 
ly recognized historic buildings. 

Downtown Lowell is undergoing a 
dramatic revitalization. Individual store 
owners are taking an active part in this ef- 
fort, realizing that the distinctive architec- 
ture of their buildings helps to draw peo- 
ple to their stores. 

Merchants are rehabilitating their 
buildings, peeling off layers of previous 
“improvements” to reveal early 
storefront details which lie beneath. 
Where original storefronts no longer ex- 
ist, they are being replaced with sensitive- 
ly designed new materials which are com- 
patible with the original building facades. 
New signage is an important part of many 
of these storefront improvements. 



F»l rby m Ruiltling, Cirt* 1915 


City officials and residents share con- 
cern for an attractive downtown environ- 
ment. The Lowell sign code is an 
outgrowth of this concern. The code does 
not suggest the removal of all signs from 
downtown Lowell, nor does it limit mer- 
chants and building owners to one “cor- 
rect” type of sign. The regulations are 
primarily concerned with governing the 
height, size, and number of business signs 
in an effort to eliminate the visual clutter 
and inefficiency resulting from uncon- 
trolled signage. 


Collection of Hekra Bair 


Concern for size alone does not 
guarantee an attractive sign. To design a 
good sign you must carefully consider 
location and size, shapes and materials, 
colors and lettering styles. 

This booklet was prepared to help pro- 
perty owners with the new code. It is 
hoped that the information presented here 
will enable you to design and put up the 
best possible sign for your building with 
the least amount of trouble or delay. 


The booklet is divided into three sec- 
tions. Section One describes regulations 
contained in the Lowel! sign code and 
briefly outlines the sign permit applica- 
tion process. Section Two offers design 
guidelines for creating signs that will both 
enhance the image of your business and 
be compatible with your building and the 
surrounding street environment. Section 
Three is an appendix containing addi- 
tional technical information and sources 
of further assistance. 
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Frocedures 



What Is A Sign? 

Most people think of a sign as a board 
with letters spelling out the name of a 
business and perhaps the product or ser- 
vice which it sells. However, according to 
the sign code which is part of the Lowell 
zoning code, a sign may be many things. 
It defines a “sign” as: 

...a structure which consists of a 
device, light, letter, word, model, 
banner, pennant, trade flag, logo, in- 
signia, or representation which 
advertises, directs, or announces a 
use conducted, goods, products, ser- 
vices or facilities available... 



An example of a well designed neon sign. 



A logo can be incorporated into an effective sign. 




This sign is in keeping with the period of the building. 


Signage can be an integral part of a building structure. 





When Does the 
Sign Code Apply? 


All new signs within the City of Lowell 
must comply with sign code regulations. 
The code is enforced by the Building 
Department. You must obtain a permit to 
erect a sign. 

Special care should be used if an ex- 
isting sign is to be changed, especially if it 
was put up prior to the sign code and does 


not conform to its requirements (a non- 
conforming sign as defined in the code). 

If a sign is enlarged, it must comply 
with the code. If it is repaired or changed 
in any other way and the costs to do this 
exceed 35% of replacing the sign, it must 
be replaced and all code requirements 
must be followed. 



A typical late 19th century projecting sign and bracket. 



Obtaining A 
Sign Permit 

Your first step is to check with the 
Building Department at City Hall. There 
you can find out about fees and specific 
requirements for signs at your location. 


Special Permits 

Certain types of signs (illuminated, pro- 
jecting, painted wall, roof) require a 
special permit from the Board of Appeals. 
All new signs in the downtown business or 
B-3 zone must also be approved under the 
special permit process. 


If you have a good sketch of your pro- 
posed sign showing dimensions, colors, 
materials, and how it will be attached to 
the building, and provided that all code 
requirements are met, you may be able to 
obtain your permit on the spot. 




When a special permit is required you 
will need to prepare a sign proposal 
package for review by the Division of 
Planning and Development (DPD). This 
package should include: 

-A drawing of the proposed sign 
showing dimensions, and describing 
materials, lettering (indicating if 
raised, flat or incised), colors, il- 
lumination, and support systems. 

-A drawing of the building facade or 
site plan showing the location of the 
proposed sign. 

-A cross-section of the building 
facade showing how the sign will be 
attached. 

DPD staff will review your proposal 
and prepare a written recommendation 
for approval or denial to the Board of Ap- 
peals. You are welcome to consult with 
the staff during the review process. They 
can help make sure the proposed sign is 
appropriate to your building and will 
meet the code requirements. 

The Board of Appeals will review your 
sign proposal when it is complete. You 
should plan to attend the meeting and 
public hearing at which your application is 
to be discussed. The Building Department 
will notify you of the meeting time and 
location. 


A sign proposal package. 




Historic Districts 

Lowell is nationally recognized as the 
birthplace of the American Industrial 
Revolution. Many mills, houses and com- 
mercial buildings remain from the city’s 
heyday as a prosperous manufacturing 
center. This has brought a great deal of 
attention to Lowell with the newly created 
State and National historic parks drawing 
vistors from thoughout the country. 

At this writing, the city boasts five Na- 
tional Register Districts, one National 
Historic Landmark District and an um- 
brella Historic Preservation District en- 
compassing most of the structures 
associated with the 19th century in- 
dustrial city. The Lowell Historic Preser- 
vation Commission (LHPC) is charged 
wath protecting the buildings in this area 
which includes the National Park. While 
all these districts recognize important 
buildings and provide opportunities for 
certain federal tax incentives and other 
benefits, they do not directly affect the 
local building permit process. 

Local historic districts are the only ones 
that require a review before any building 
alterations may take place, (The national 
districts require reviews before any 
federal funds are to be used in a project). 
There are currently two local districts; 
their boundaries and sign requirements 
are described in the materials inserted in 
this book. 

In an effort to clarify and improve the 
approval process for historic buildings, a 
major revision of local ordinances is now 
in process. The update service described 
in the inserts will enable you to keep in- 
formed of any changes as they take place. 
In the interim. National and State Park 
and LHPC staff meet regularly with DPD 
to review sign proposals. 


Exceptions to the Code 

Should you desire to erect a sign that 
does not conform to the dimensional stan- 
dards spelled out in the code, you can 
bring your case to the Board of Appeals 
for a variance. If you feel you need the 
variance to accommodate special architec- 
tural characteristics of your building, you 
should be prepared to show why. 



A sign permit may be obtained when 
all code requirements have been met. 
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Location and Size 


Sign location and size are important 
aspects of good sign design. When select- 
ing a design, the most important thing to 
remember is that bigger is not necessarily 
better. Although a sign must be clearly 
visible, it should never dominate the 
building facade nor obscure its architec- 
tural details. 

The first step in determining an ap- 
propriate size and location for a sign is to 


study your storefront. Nineteenth century 
commercial buildings, which predominate 
in Lowell, were almost always designed 
with “sign space” as an integral part of 
the street front facade. Most often this 
sign space is the horizontal lintel which 
stretches across the top of a storefront 
within a commercial block. Sign lettering 
can either be painted or applied directly 
on the lintel or on sign boards which are 
attached to the lintel. 


This historical sign fits the lintel of the building; it does not obscure any of the architectural features* 


Lowell Hiatofteil Society 




Late 3 9th century storefronts display a great variety of sign types. 


A glance at historical photos will show 
that signage was not limited to the lintel 
area. Projecting signs, window signs, and 
signs on awnings are just a few of the 
possible locations for signage. 

Regardless of the sign location you 
choose, it is important to keep the follow, 
ing design guidelines in mind: 

-Avoid overly large signs. Remember 
that unlike modern highway strip 
development, downtown Lowell's 
buildings and streets were built at a 
human scale, oriented to 
pedestrians, not cars. Consequently 
it is not necessary to depend on 
overly large signs to attract 
customers. 

-Do not obscure or destroy architec- 
tural details. Stone arches, glass 
transom panels, and decorative 
brickwork are just a few of the 
features found on many of Lowell’s 
downtown buildings which reflect a 
quality of workmanship difficult to 
duplicate today. This detailing 
greatly enhances our downtown 
character and atmosphere. 



Most important is not to obscure the architectural details of 
your building. 


-Coordinate the placement of signage 
on adjacent storefronts, especially 
those to be placed on the same 
building. Placing a sign higher or 
lower than adjacent signs may not 
increase readability but instead 
create visual confusion. However, if 
the adjoining signs are overscaled or 
badly positioned, the only solution 
is to do what is best for your 
storefront and wait for neighboring 
merchants to follow your example. 


Lowell Suburbsn Directory, 
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It is also necessary to adhere to the 
signage area restrictions of the sign code. 
Basically, the code allows two square feet 
of signage for each linear foot of building 
frontage. 

Flat projecting signs may not be larger 
than sixteen square feet. Three dimen- 
sional object signs can have an area no 
greater than nine square feet at their 
largest cross section. For historic 
buildings downtown, these dimensions 
should be considered carefully, as far 
smaller signs will often be more in scale 
with the facade. Remember, too, that the 



area of all signage is added together 
before the two square foot formula is ap- 
plied. Thus a large projecting sign will 
reduce the amount of area left for other 
signs. 

On corner buildings the signage area 
allowed on each street facade is Calculated 
separately. The total allowed signage area 
may be split between several signs. The 
area of each sign is calculated as the 
largest rectangle or other geometric shape 
necessary to surround all lettering, word- 
ing, and accompanying designs and sym- 
bols, together with the background 
signboard. 
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Sign area is calculated by multiplying the maximum width by the maximum height, (Area equals w x h). 
It mere is no signboard, enclose all letters and symbols in a rectangle and compute its area. 


Messages and Lettering Styles 


Messages 


Signage constructed of compatible 
materials and in scale with the architec- 
ture of your building can increase the at- 
tractiveness of your storefront. The 
ultimate success of your signage scheme 
will depend, however, on whether or not 
people can tell at a short glance where 
your business is located and what pro- 
ducts or services you sell. A well designed 
sign will display that information in a sim- 
ple and legible form. 


A sign should identify the name, func- 
tion, and perhaps the address of a 
business. This information can be con- 
veyed through a number of visual devices: 
words, pictures, names, symbols, and 
logos. 




^LOWELL 

-HISTORIC 

PRESERVATION 

COMMISSION 
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The most important point to remember 
when designing your sign’s message is to 
keep it simple. Too many pieces of infor- 
mation will only clutter the sign and con- 
fuse the viewer. The best signs incor- 
porate the fewest number of words possi- 
ble and perhaps a piciure or symbol to 
create a strong visual identity for your 
business which is easily understood in just 
a glance. Avoid listing every product sold. 
The code limits the space which may be 
occupied by trademarks to 10% of the 
sign area. 


Before 
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Existing and proposed signs 
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Lettering: Styles 



The curved lettering visible on this tare 1 9l h century sign was typical of the period. 


Lettering is also an important factor in 
successful sign design. Well chosen, pro- 
i perly spaced lettering can enhance the 
visual image of your sign’s message and 
make it more readable. In general, it is 
best to avoid overly ornate lettering, 
especially on lintel signs. Simple, relative- 
ly plain styles are easier to read and ap- 
pear less cluttered. It is also best to limit 
the number of lettering styles used on any 
one sign to two or at the most three. 

Historic photos and turn of the century 
sign painter’s manuals offer some ideas 
on lettering styles and materials which are 
appropriate for signs on 19th and early 
20th century commercial buildings. Signs 

ABCD 

Egyptian Block Octagon (alphabet in Appendix). 

ABCD 

Octagon Full Block (alphabet in Appendix) , 


visible on the earliest photos of downtown 
Lowell show flush painted capital letters 
in simple, sans-serif styles. The examples 
of Egyptian Block Octagon and Octagon 
Full Block illustrated here are typical of 
early lettering styles. 

Late 19th century painted signs used more 
graceful serif lettering styles. The 
Boston Straight Roman and Boston 
Round Full Block styles illustrated closely 
resemble lettering used in Lowell during 
that period. These and other historic type 
styles remain available today. A number 
of contemporary lettering styles are also 
available which can be compatible with 
historic buildings. 

ABCD 

Boston Straight Roman (Caslon is modern equivalent), 

ABCD 

Boston Round Full Block (Clarendon is modem equivalent). 


U, nf Lowell 




Lettering: Size 


In addition to two-color schemes used 
on less expensive signs, painters used gold 
leaf and contrasting areas of shade and 
shadow to create the illusion of letters 
projecting from flat signboards. Letter- 
ing was often arranged in graceful curves 
and combined with painted borders and 
scrolled ornament to form delicately 
balanced but bold signs. Fancier stores at 
this time used raised wooden letters in 
similar serif styles. Painted or more often 
gold leafed, these letters were attached 
directly to the lintel area or a painted or 
smalted* signboard. 

Rounded and serif letters, carved and 
painted, predominated in Lowell’s signs 
until well into the early 20th century. Near 
the end of this period, a rather heavy rais- 
ed and gold leafed script style of letters 
became quite popular and was used by 
many of Lowell’s downtown stores. The 
script letters were attached to signboards 
painted in rich tones of red, blue, and 
green. 


Once the message and lettering styles 
have been chosen it is necessary to decide 
on the size of letters. Signs in the 
downtown area should be oriented toward 
pedestrians and slow-moving automobile 
traffic. It is not necessary to have overly 
large letters to make your sign’s message 
visible. 

As a general rule, the maximum height 
of a capital letter should be three-fourths 
of the height of the sign background. For 
most lintel signs, eight to fifteen inch let- 
ters are sufficiently large and most ap- 
propriate. Careful spacing of letters and 
words is also important in determining the 
legibility of your sign. Leave adequate 
space between letters, words, and lines of 
lettering. To avoid a cluttered ap- 
pearance, no more than 60% of the total 
sign area should be occupied by lettering. 



A lintel sign with appropriate letter size and spacing. 


dark colored crushed glass 





Color 


Color selection is one of the most 
crucial aspects of successful sign design 
for it is the contrast in color between let- 
tering and background which makes a 
sign easy to read. Because a sign should 
complement rather than clash with its sur- 
roundings, sign colors must also be com- 
patible with the building facade and adja- 
cent signs. 

Generally speaking, no more than two 
or three colors (plus black, white or gold) 
should be used on any individual sign. 
Too many different colors or colors which 
are too similar in tone make a sign dif- 
ficult to read. Dark backgrounds with 
light letters are often the most successful 
signs and have been the traditional prac- 
tice in Lowell throughout the years. 
However, other color combinations can 
also be effective. 

Historically, the earliest signs had black 
backgrounds with white or light colored 
painted letters. Later, gold leaf often 
replaced the painted lettering and in addi- 
tion to black backgrounds store owners 
selected painted or smalted backgrounds 
in deep tones of loden green, royal blue, 
maroon and purple. 

Early sign maker’s manuals are filled 
with contrasting but simple color com- 
binations for painted signs. Letters were 
often outlined and shaded to give them a 
three-dimensional appearance. 



This technique 
gives depth to 
the lettering. 


This is an 
exampie of 
an outlined 
letter with 
depth added 


This exampie 
shows an 
outlined letter 
with depth 
and shadow. 


For painted lettering on windows, an 
historical color scheme which can still be 
very attractive includes gold leaf lettering, 
green or white outline and black depth or 
shadow. 


chocolate brown background 


gold leaf letters 
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black shadow 


depth in white shaded with green 


Six different colors could be used to create Ehis successful sign. 
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Early city directories displayed many 
advertisements for sign painters. 


Illumination 


For other painted signs, whether wall or 
projecting or any other sign mentioned in 
this handbook, the following color com- 
binations are recommended: 


Paint 
or Smalts 
Background 

Letters 

Accent 

Colors 

Black 

Gold leaf, white, 
red, blue, green, 
cream, straw 
yellow 

White, red, 
green, gold 
leaf, blue, 
dark yellow 

Navy 

blue 

White, red 

Black, white, 
straw yellow, 
gold leaf 

Gray 

Navy blue, black 

White, red 

Emerald 

green 

Golf leaf, 
white, red 

White, gold 
leaf, black 

Brown 

Gold leaf, 
light blue 

Red, white 

Cream 

Navy blue, red 

Black 

Red 

Gold leaf, white, 
mustard yellow 

Black 

Mustard 

yellow 

Navy blue, red 

Red, black 


Illuminated signs are permitted, with 
restrictions, under the sign code. Exter- 
nal illumination must be provided by a 
continuous light source that is installed to 
prevent direct light from shining onto the 
street or adjacent properties. Flashing or 
moving lights are not permitted. 

The light source you select may be in- 
candescent or fluorescent but should emit 
white light. Spot, track, overhang, or wall 
lamps are ail acceptable tight sources. 
Avoid high intensity light sources, as they 
often produce excessive glare. 

In general, the use of internally lit signs 
(backlit plastic) is discouraged. These 
signs are often stock designs which are in- 
compatible with Lowell’s historic com- 
mercial buildings. The code does 
recognize that well designed neon signs 
can be attractive and compatible with cer- 
tain storefronts, especially those designed 
in the 1930’s and !940’s. 

All internally lit signs require a Special 
Permit. 


*“1 


Early sign maker’s manuals are filled 
with distinctive color schemes for painted 
letter signs. The color combinations listed 
here were adapted from several of these 
books. See the Appendix of this book for 
detailed references. Most of the publica- 
tions listed are available at the Lowell 
Historic Preservation Commission of- 
fices. 





Wall Signs 

Historically, the most common sign 
type in Lowell was the lintel sign. Placed 
directly on or just above the storefront 
lintel, these early 19th century wall signs 
were typically narrow rectangles of 
painted or cloth-covered wood, surround- 
ed with a plain molding. The signs includ- 
ed the name and street address of the firm 
painted in light block letters on a dark 
background. 



Merchandise. 

notjoT 

Groceries. 


Shoes 

^iavarE- 


E B BATCH 


, ' J-W HUTCHINS ‘\ 2 

FINE MILLINERY 
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Vertical and horizontal historical wall signs.. 


Later lintel signs were more ornate. In 
addition to wood, japanned* metal and 
back -painted glass were sometimes used. 
Sign colors became brighter and the 
backgrounds were often coated with col- 
ored and sand smalts for a rich, velvety 
effect. Often times a second, narrower 
sign board was attached on top of the 
first. The second sign was usually 
trimmed with carved end brackets or 
turned spindle work. Other signs retained 
the rectangular shape but were divided 
into smaller panels with half-round or 
rope moldings or with painted or gold 
leafed borders. Stenciled motifs were 
popular and were often found at the 
corners of signs. These stenciled 
decorations created the effect of curved or 
fancy cut edges on the corners or ends of 
rectangular signboards. 


Other wall signs were used on the 
ground floor level to advertise specific 
products sold within the stores or to iden- 
tify businesses located on the upper 
floors. Not limited to lintels, these signs 
had a variety of shapes and sizes and were 
placed in several locations on the facade. 
They were often made of metal which was 
curved to fit around entrance piers. Late 
19th century wall signs combined several 
sizes and styles of painted or gold leafed 
lettering, typically arranged in subtly 
balanced curves. 

Regardless of the type of wall sign you 
choose, it will be necessary to adhere to 
the following requirements of the Sign 
Code unless a variance is obtained from 
the Board of Appeals: 

-A wall sign cannot project more 
than 15 inches from the building 
surface. 

-Signs can be no larger than 2 square 
feet for each foot of building face 
parallel to the street. 

-The sign cannot obscure architec- 
tural details of the building (such as 
cornices, windows, arches, tran- 
soms) to which it is attached. 

-A wall sign cannot extend above the 
lowest point of the roof, nor beyond 
the ends of the wall to which it is at- 
tached. 


15 in. 

r maximum 
projection 

r 


Docs not 
obscure 
architectural 
details 



•japanned: glossy black varnish 





Projecting Signs 
and Brackets 
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Hung perpendicular to the building 
face, projecting signs are highly visible 
and can be an extremely effective means 
of identifying your business. Because of 
their high visibility, however, projecting 
signs have perhaps the greatest potential 
to enhance or detract from the character 
of the downtown streetscape. Well- 
designed signs, scaled for pedestrians and 
symbolizing the services offered, can add 
color and bring customers to a business. 



A very simple yel effective projecting sign. 


The earliest projecting signs in Lowell 
used pictures and symbols to illustrate 
and readily identify the product or service 
which the business sold. These symbol 
signs were important to many of the city’s 
first residents who did not read English. 
For example, hardware and cutlery were 
sold under the sign of the andiron, im- 
ported oils and liquors were sold at the 
sign of the whale. Nearly every druggist 
used a gold leafed mortar and pestle to 
advertise his cures and one Lowell dentist 
even hung a carved molar above his office 
door. 

Later, projecting signs combined words 
and symbols on hanging wooden or metal 
signboards. Although some signs were 
rectangular, curved and oval shapes were 
especially popular during the late 19th 
century. Because these signs were hung 
closer to eye level, more decorative styles 
of lettering could be used. The lines of let- 
tering were often curved to harmonize 
with the signboard’s shape. 



A very common historical projecting sign: an oval shape with ribbon-shaped edges and a very simple bracket 


The Lowell Mftguilie 





If you are considering a projecting sign, 
it is important to keep the following 
points in mind; 

-If you have an early commercial 
building (pre-1850), consider using 
a 3-D symbol, it is not necessary to 
use an historical one; why not 
develop an imaginative contem- 
porary representation of your 
business activity? 

-If you have a late 19th or early 20th 
century building, stick to geometric 
shapes with flat or carved symbols 


and flat or raised lettering. Avoid 
colonial “tavern sign” shapes with 
stained wood and carved lettering as 
they are inappropriate on later 
{after 1850) buildings. 

-Avoid placing too many projecting 
signs on one building. For max- 
imum visibility, sign experts recom- 
mend a minimum of 50 feet between 
projecting signs. It is better to have 
a few outstanding projecting signs 
on each block to draw customer at- 
tention rather than a cluster of signs 
which compete against each other. 



Variations of oval shapes 






Variations of rectangular shapes 
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It is also important to consider the 
design of the bracket supporting your 
projecting sign. Historically, projecting 
brackets in Lowell were extremely plain. 
A most common type consisted of a piece 
of iron rod with a pointed finial, sup- 
ported by two pieces of chain or rod in 
tripod fashion. More decorative brackets 
may be used but they should complement, 
not overwhelm, their signs. Avoid an 
abundance of decorative wrought iron 
curves; the lines of the brackets should 
harmonize with the shape of the sign. I he 
most important feature of a bracket 
should be its ability to hold up the sign. 

To avoid damaging brick and 
stonework, brackets should be designed 
so that they can be bolted into masonry 
joints when possible. Examples of sign 
brackets from early sign making manuals 
are shown in the illustrations. 





iron rod with a pointed finiaJ.... 





Bracket which closed follows 
sign's oval shape 



Very effective use of top and 
bottom bracket for square sign 
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Regardless of the sign and bracket 
design you choose, it will be necessary to 
comply with the legal requirements of the 
sign code. The code restrictions require 
that: 

-The area of each face of a flat pro- 
jecting sign cannot exceed square 
feet. The area will be calculated as 
the smallest rectangle or other 
geometric shape that will enclose the 
signboard and any attached sym- 
bols. 

-The sign must be hung at a 90° angle 
from the face of the building. It 
should be pinned at least 6 inches 
away from the wall for best visibili- 
ty but cannot project beyond a ver- 
tical plane set 2 feet inside the curb 
line. 


-On a multi-storied building, the sign 
should be suspended between the 
bottom of the second story window 
sills and the top of the doors or win- 
dows of the first story. On a one- 
story building, the top of the sign 
should be suspended in line with the 
lowest point of the roof. 

-The bottom of the sign should main- 
tain at least a ten foot pedestrian 
clearance from the sidewalk level. 

-All signs which project over a public 
right of way require a license from 
the City Council. 

-Three dimensional object signs can- 
not exceed 9 square feet at their 
largest cross section. 



A representation of an early projecting symbol sign 



Display Window Signs 

When considering types of signs, don’t 
forget your windows. Window graphics 
were important in the past and can be us- 
ed today as an attractive feature which 
reinforces your business identity. Window 
signs are particularly effective when awn- 
ings block the lintel sign from view. 

Window signs can be opaque, translu- 
cent, or transparent signboards hung 
from the window frame. Lettering and 
designs can also be applied directly to the 
glass. Applied lettering is usually prefer- 
red because it does not significantly block 
the view into or out of the storefront. Let- 
tering can either be painted, etched, or tor a 
richer effect, gold leafed. 

Gold leaf work is done with extremely 
thin sheets of gold which are applied to 
the glass with a gelatin and water size and 
backed up with paint and varnish for per- 
manence. (Lowell is fortunate to still have 
local sign painters who are proficient in 
the art of making gold leaf window signs 
at surprisingly reasonable cost.) By vary- 
ing the type of gold used and the ground 
to which it is applied, they are able to pro- 
duce a wide variety of colors and textures. 



Modern and historical window lettering 


Window graphics can range from a let- 
tered name to a more elaborate graphic 
image. Simple letters combined with an 
imaginative window display can be the 
only signage your business requires. 
Because of the relative closeness ot the 
sign to the viewer, more ornate free flow- 
ing lettering styles may be worth the ef- 
fort. Late 19th century shop windows in 
Lowell were often enhanced by gracefully 
curved lines of decorative lettering. 

Lettering on upper floor windows can 
also enhance the facade of a building. 

Under the provisions of the Sign Code, 
window signs are limited to 30% of the 
total glass area of the storefront and must 
be included in the total sign area allowed. 

Many shop owners use temporary, 
hand-lettered window signs which are 
unattractive and clutter the storefront. 
Although these signs are allowed by the 
sign code, they may not cover more than 
30% of the window area and are not 
allowed to remain in place for longer than 
30 days. 



Designs for early window signs 



Awning Signs 

Historically appropriate on most com- 
mercial buildings in Lowell, operable 
awnings serve both functional and 
decorative needs. They were common in 
early Lowell where shop windows faced 
the sun. Awnings are primarily intended 
to protect shoppers and window displays 
from intense sunlight but can also give 
protection from inclement weather. A 
distinctive color or your business name or 
logo on the awning valance can further 
enhance your storefront. 

To select an awning design which is ap- 
propriate to the architecture of your 
building it is important to consider color 
and material selection, as well as adhere 
to the legal requirements of the code. 
Canvas is the best awning material. 
Available in a wide variety of colors and 
striped patterns, it is a very durable 
fabric. Glossy or leatherette finished 
vinyls and fixed in place aluminum or 
rigid plastic awnings are not compatible 
with historic storefronts and should be 
avoided. Select an awning color or striped 
pattern which complements your 


building’s facade. Historically, striped 
awnings combining two or three colors 
were most popular in downtown Lowell. 
Awnings should also be coordinated for 
color, pattern and height with other near- 
by awnings. 

Historic photos show the valance area 
was often decorated with the name and 
street number of the business in tasteful 
lettering. This type of sign can be very 
distinctive. However, it is still necessary 
to comply with the requirements of the 
code which state that: 

-Awning signs be painted or attached 
flat against the surface of the awn- 
ing. They cannot extend beyond the 
ends of the awning or be attached to 
its underside. 

-Letters or numbers included in the 
awning sign cannot exceed ten in- 
ches in height and the bottom edge 
of the awniqg must maintain a 
minimum clearance of seven feet 
above sidewalk level. 
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Painted Wall Signs 

Another common late 19th century sign 
type was the painted wail sign. A number 
of these still exist on commercial and mill 
buildings in Lowell and have an attractive 
graphic quality seldom matched by 
modern billboards. Should your building 
have such a sign, you may want to con- 
sider preserving it by applying a clear 
sealer or even restoring its original colors. 

New painted wall signs may also be ap- 
plied to buildings in the city with the 
award of a special permit. 



Painted wall sign displaying a very typical historical block 
styled Setter* with outline and shadow, should be preserved. 



-Although the painted wail sign is large* it is well scaled to the blank brick watt and is at pedestrian level. 



For More Help 


We hope that the material contained in 
this handbook has been both interesting 
and useful to you. The illustrations were 
chosen to stimulate your imagination and 
give you a sense of how earlier Loweilians 
dealt with the familiar problems of attrac- 
ting customers and giving their stores a 
distinctive look. 

Designing a good sign need not be dif- 
ficult if you keep a few things in mind. 
Remember to take a good hard look at 
your storefront and think about your 
overall business image before starting to 
design your sign. If your building has a 
history, try to find out how its early 
owners handled signage — chances are the 
original architect or builder set aside a 
space for this purpose. Familiarize 
yourself with the basic permit procedures 
and guidelines for your part of the city. 
And above all, don’t be afraid to ask for 
help from the groups listed here, all of 
whom would be more than happy to give 
you a hand with research, design or steer- 
ing you to the right person to answer your 
questions. 


Division of Planning and Development 
J.F.K. Civic Center 
Lowell, Massachusetts 01852 
454-8821 - Extension 404 
Contact Person: Tina Specfor 

Lowell Historic Preservation Commission 

204 Middle Street 

Lowell, Massachusetts 01852 

458- 7653 

Contact Person: Pam Chicklis 

Division of Technical and Professional 
Services 

Lowell National Historical Park 
171 Merrimack Street 
Lowell, Massachusetts 01852 

459- 3033 

Contact Person: Colette Joyce 


APPENDIX 




Merrimack ind Shatiuck Streets, circa 1193 


l, of Lowed 




:6 Historical Typefaces 


Egyptian Block Octagon: 

ABCDEFGHI 

JKLMNOPQR 

STUVWXYZ 


Octagon Full Block: 

ABCDEF 

GHIJZLM 

NOPQRST 

UVWSTTZ 
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